
Melanie McComb, Senior Genealogist

Class 5: Land Records

Tides of History: Tracing 
Family History in 
Atlantic Canada

Class 5: Tides of History: Tracing Family History in Atlantic Canada

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 1



Meet today’s presenter

Melanie McComb
Senior Genealogist

Class 5: Tides of History: Tracing Family History in Atlantic Canada

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 2



OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Nova Scotia
• New Brunswick
• Prince Edward Island
• Newfoundland and Labrador
• Indian and Inuit Affairs Program
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Voice of
Melanie McComb
Senior Genealogist
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Nova Scotia
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History

1760–1773

5 and a half million acres 
of land granted with no 
more than 13,000 people 
living in the colony

1774

Land grants were paused, 
and land was sold

1775

Land grant system 
resumed

Mar. 1776

First contingent of 
Loyalists arrived from 
United States

1783

30,000 Loyalists entered 
the Colony
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Nova Scotia Land Papers
• Petitions for crown land made between 1765 and 

1800 by individuals or groups of people

• Petitions include their name(s), country of origin, 
and date of arrival in Nova Scotia

• Database is online on Nova Scotia Archives web 
site with a searchable index and contains over 
11,000 names!
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archives.novascotia.ca/land-papers
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archives.novascotia.ca
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archives.novascotia.ca
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License to Occupy, 1786, Halifax County
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Cape Breton Island Petitions
• Online database on Nova Scotia Archives website

• Petitions for crown land grants to settle on Cape Breton Island

• Covers 1787-1843

• Index only. The petitions can be ordered from the Nova Scotia 
Archives

• The papers are also digitized on FamilySearch (Affiliate or 
FamilySearch Center access)

• Some Cape Breton content can be found in the Nova Scotia 
Land Papers database.
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https://archives.novascotia.ca/cape-breton-land
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archives.novascotia.ca
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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Land Grants of Nova Scotia, Guysboro County, 
FamilySearch
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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Cornwallis Township
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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CUMBERLAND COUNTY 
GRANTEE & GRANTOR INDEX
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Registry of Deeds
• Post-1910 land deeds can be found in the county's 

registry of deeds
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Township Books
• Like New England Town Records
– Communities adopted New England model of 

town record keeping

• Contains vital records

• Town administration
– Land division
– Roads, schools, cattle marks, etc.

• American Ancestors Brim-DeForest Library, 
FamilySearch, Nova Scotia Archives
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Minutes of Nova Scotia Council
• Also known as His Majesty’s Council
– Advised the Governor
– Minutes contain information on land grants and 

petitions
– Can also provide historical context for life in 

18th-century Nova Scotia

• Nova Scotia Archives

• Finding aid available from University of New 
Brunswick Loyalist Collection
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loyalist.lib.unb.ca
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Crown Land Grant Maps
• A series of 140 maps showing the location of 

crown land grants in Nova Scotia between 1750 
and 1850

• Show the layout of original land grants and 
townships

• Index sheets updated by government staff
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novascotia.ca/natr/land/grantmap.asp
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A.F. Church & Co. Maps
• Topographical township maps prepared by Ambrose Finson Church 

and published by his company

• These maps track crown land transactions

• Includes names of heads of household as well as prominent citizens 
and a list of tradesmen

• Maps available from American Ancestors Brim-DeForest Library in 
Boston, Massachusetts as well as Nova Scotia Dept of Natural 
Resources and Renewables
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Planters and Pioneers
• Author: Esther Clark 

Wright

• Chronicles settlers to 
Nova Scotia from 1749 
to 1775

• Premier source

• Available on Archive.org
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Whereabouts of Some American Refugees, 
1784-1800: The Nova Scotian Land Grants

• Author: Clifford Neal 
Smith

• Biographical directory of 
Americans who pursued 
land petitions in Nova 
Scotia between 1784 and 
1800

• 8 Volumes arranged by 
Surname
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QUESTIONS?
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New Brunswick
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History
• 1710 – Region ceded to Great Britain

• 1784 – Areas north of the Bay of Fundy established as the Province of 
New Brunswick (separated from Nova Scotia)

• 1785 – Charter granted for City of St. John in response to the large 
number of Loyalist refugees that landed and settled at the mouth of the 
St. John River

• 1836 – Colonial government gained control over crown lands

• 1842 – Webster-Ashburton Treaty settled boundary between New 
Brunswick and Maine

• 1866 – United States cancelled the Canadian-American Reciprocity 
Treaty

• 1867 – New Brunswick entered Canadian Confederation
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Black Loyalists
• In 1783, 3,000 free blacks or former slaves arrived in 1783 in 

Nova Scotia

• In this same group, 1,232 enslaved persons came with their 
enslavers as well

• The initial lots given to Black Loyalists were too small to farm 
on

• By 1785, blocks of 50 acres surveyed and given to 100 families
– Loch Lomond
– Kingston Peninsula
– Westfield

• 1792 - Exodus to Sierra Leone
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AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
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Black Refugees
• Between 1813 and 1816, 2,000 black refugees arrived in 

the Maritimes

• Most were primarily from Virginia and Maryland and had 
previously sided with the British during War of 1812

• 400-500 settled in New Brunswick
– Willow Grove near Loch Lomond

• Given licenses for occupation of 50 acres in 1817

• In 1825, 99-year leases were granted to those that lived on 
the land

• In 1836, residents were allowed to buy land for 20 shillings

Class 5: Tides of History: Tracing Family History in Atlantic Canada

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 46



Land Petitions
• Pre-1783 land records are found in the Nova 

Scotia records

• 1783-1918 land petitions index on Provincial 
Archives web site

• Land petitions are digitized and available on 
FamilySearch

• Petitions detail place of origin, arrival in the 
colony, military service, etc.
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archives.gnb.ca
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archives.gnb.ca

Class 5: Tides of History: Tracing Family History in Atlantic Canada

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 50



FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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Class 5: Tides of History: Tracing Family History in Atlantic Canada

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 53



FamilySearch.org
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New Brunswick Land Petition of Cornelius 
Ackarman, 1823, FamilySearch
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New Brunswick Land Petition of Cornelius 
Ackarman, 1823, FamilySearch
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Deed Registry Books
• 1780-1930 deed registry books are on 

FamilySearch, AmericanAncestors.org and 
Ancestry.com

• Indexes cover 1784-1993
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Kings, New Brunswick Land Deed to John 
Morrissey, Lease, 1873

Class 5: Tides of History: Tracing Family History in Atlantic Canada

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 63



FamilySearch.org
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York County, New Brunswick Land Deed, 
1795, FamilySearch
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Adamsville Cadastral Map
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FamilySearch.org
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St. John Freeman Certificate, FamilySearch
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Quit Rent Returns 1832-1833, Queens County, 
New Brunswick FamilySearch
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QUESTIONS?
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Prince Edward Island
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History
1763 – France 
ceded the Island 
of St. John to 
Great Britain

1767 – Land 
lottery was held

1769 – Island 
separated from 
Nova Scotia

1799 – Island 
renamed to Prince 
Edward Island

1853 – Land 
Purchase Act

1873 – PEI joins 
Confederation of 
Canada

1875 – Second 
Land Purchase 
Act
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Island of St. John – Surveyed by 
Capt. Holland in 1765
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1767 Land Lottery
• Lottery in London held on July 23, 1767

• Land divided into 67 lots of about 20,000 acres each

• The British Government's Board of Trade and Plantation 
drew lots and assigned them to high-ranking British 
citizens.

• The proprietors who won the lottery would pay annual 
quitrent lands to the Crown to finance the land and bring 
in colonists to live on the land.

• Most of the proprietors never settled on the land and left 
their requirements to the Crown unfulfilled.
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islandregister.com/proprietors.html
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FamilySearch.org

MM1
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Slide 81

MM1 update
Melanie McComb, 2026-08-27T18:50:56.968
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Index, PEI Land Grants, 1768-1768, 
FamilySearch
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Land Grant to Bingham and 
Theobald Burke
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Escheat Party
• Escheat = unimproved land would revert to the 

government for re-allocation

• Many residents pushed for land to be allocated to 
resident landlords

• The Escheat Party emerged after Roman Catholics 
were enfranchised in 1830

• British government opposed escheat without 
compensation

• Absentee landlords were eventually replaced when 
land was sold to residents
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1853 Land Purchase Act
• The British government purchased estates over 

1,000 acres and seold them to tenants and 
squatters in units up to 300 acres.
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Prince Edward Island Land 
Commission of 1860

• Created by the PEI govt in 1860 
to settle the final resolution of 
the land by absent proprietors.

• The commission 
recommended 100,000 pounds 
to repurchase the remaining 
land

• Alternative for the 1861 Canada 
Census
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1875 Land Purchase Act
• Proprietors with estates more than 1,000 acres 

were compelled to sell to the PEI government

• The government issued crown grants to tenants
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Slide 89

MM1 update
Melanie McComb, 2026-08-27T18:50:57.046
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Conveyance Ledger, PEI, FamilySearch
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Conveyance from Earl of Selkirk to Francis 
Dougherty, 1856, PEI, FamilySearch
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Slide 92

MM1 update
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MM1 update
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Lot 58, Township Ledger, Francis Dogherty, 
FamilySearch
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Post-1900 Land Registry Deeds
• Registry of Deeds

• Charlottetown location – Kings and Queens 
County deeds

• Summerside location – Prince County only
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islandimagined.ca
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Newfoundland and 
Labrador
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• Most land occupied without legal title 

• Crown land grants
– Available on microfilm at the FamilySearch Library in 

Salt Lake City, Utah (not digitized yet)

• Registry of Deeds formed 1825

• Misc. deeds and wills, 1744-1859 include
– Land transfers
– Marriage settlements

Legal system
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FamilySearch.org
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Deed Index, Newfoundland and Labrador, 
FamilySearch
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Land Deed, Newfoundland and Labrador, 
FamilySearch
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Keith Matthews Name files:
Jacob Taylor of Port de Grave

TAYLOR
1755 co 199/18 JACOB cleared plant no 75 

in Pg stage flake 4 houses 2 gardens 

Translation:  
In 1755 Jacob Taylor cleared plantation no. 
75 in Port de Grave and it had stage, flake,
4 houses 2 gardens  Extracted from 

Colonial Office records series 199 v. 18 (co 
199/18)

Example from the Mardy O’Neil 
Papers at NEHGS
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Indian and Inuit 
Affairs Program
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History
• First Nations reserves were considered federal Crown lands

• Patents were first issued in 1763 and were handled by provincial 
secretaries

• 1840 – Act of Union between Lower and Upper Canada –
established the Office of the Registrar General

• In 1886, land patents were handled by Department of Indian 
Affairs

• In 1951, the responsibility of issuing land patents transferred 
back to Registrar general's Office

• Last Indian patent issued in 1990

Class 5: Tides of History: Tracing Family History in Atlantic Canada

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 117



The Records
• Held at Library and Archives Canada in Ottawa, 

Ontario in several record groups:
– Department of Indigenous and Northern 

Affairs (RG10)
• Nova Scotia Vols. 459-461 and 1718

– Registrar General (RG68)

• Some are digitized and found in LAC's Collection 
Search or Canadiana
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Land Patent, Alexander McDonald, Nova 
Scotia, 1895
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Review
1. Early Canadian land was 

awarded as crown land.
2. Location and historical context is 

key for locating all relevant land 
records.

3. Use maps and other records to 
learn about an ancestor's FAN 
Club.
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QUESTIONS?
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Consultations
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https://www.americanancestors.org/tides-history-tracing-family-history-atlantic-canada
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/education
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